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Abstract
While researchers have attempted to estimate the prevalence of and identify risk factors for sexual
assault, less is understood about the relationship among populations at high risk for sexual assault and
their perceptions of survivors’ services organizations and justice. The purpose of this investigation is to
contribute to existing research through exploratory qualitative analyses of 43 undergraduate sorority
women’s perceptions of survivors’ services and justice on a large, urban campus in the Pacific Northwest
in the United States. Results of these exploratory analyses revealed that the sorority women had
preferences for informal confidants and services whom they could trust concerning matters of sexual
violence. The women also discussed that they would prefer confidential and mental health competent
services for fear that disclosing sexual violence might draw public attention to them. On the same note,
the women expressed a preference for justice that would prioritize their reputation and minimize
stigmatization and highlighted how disclosure of sexual violence could impact their social, educational,
and employment opportunities. Moreover, they described a fear of being blamed or not believed about
sexual violence. Lastly, participants supported relatively punitive sanctions for perpetrators. Overall,
participants cited many barriers to accessing formal support services, exposing the persistent justice gap
that remains for this population. Findings suggest a need for outreach regarding campus services
designed to address sexual violence.
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ABSTRACT
While researchers have attempted to estimate the prevalence of and identify risk factors for
sexual assault, less is understood about the relationship among populations at high risk for
sexual assault and their perceptions of survivors’ services organizations and justice. The
purpose of this investigation is to contribute to existing research through exploratory
qualitative analyses of 43 undergraduate sorority women’s perceptions of survivors’ services
and justice on a large, urban campus in the Pacific Northwest in the United States. Results of
these exploratory analyses revealed that the sorority women had preferences for informal
confidants and services whom they could trust concerning matters of sexual violence. The
women also discussed that they would prefer confidential and mental health competent
services for fear that disclosing sexual violence might draw public attention to them. On the
same note, the women expressed a preference for justice that would prioritize their reputation
and minimize stigmatization and highlighted how disclosure of sexual violence could impact
their social, educational, and employment opportunities. Moreover, they described a fear of
being blamed or not believed about sexual violence. Lastly, participants supported relatively
punitive sanctions for perpetrators. Overall, participants cited many barriers to accessing
formal support services, exposing the persistent justice gap that remains for this population.
Findings suggest a need for outreach regarding campus services designed to address sexual
violence.
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P

RIOR EMPIRICAL RESEARCH ON INDIVIDUAL RISK FACTORS for sexual assault have

shown that there is a positive, significant relationship among membership in sororities and sexual assault (Barnes et al., 2021; Franklin, 2010; 2016; Kingree &
Thompson, 2020; Mellins et al., 2017; Minow & Einolf, 2009; Wuthrich, 2009). Additionally, there is an increased sexual assault risk among sorority women who reside
in their sorority house (Mohler-Kuo et al., 2004). While it is known that sorority
women report greater adherence to traditional gender roles and rape myths (Canan
et al., 2016), and they are more likely to misperceive danger cues than their independent counterparts (Norris et al., 1999), and their perceptions about sexual assault services and justice on campuses have been largely overlooked.
The purpose of this research study is to fill the gaps in the literature through exploratory qualitative analyses of undergraduate sorority on a large, urban campus in
the Pacific Northwest of the United States. Specifically, the study aimed to learn more
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about the ways in which sorority women perceive sexual assault support services and
justice.
Campus studies of sexual violence have typically only attempted to understand
the high prevalence of sexual assault among sorority members versus independent
students (see for example Barnes et al., 2021; Kingree & Thompson, 2020; Minow &
Einolf, 2009; Wuthrich, 2009) while a limited number of studies have focused on the
impact of secondary victimization on help-seeking behaviors among survivors of sexual assault through qualitative, semi-structured interviews and written surveys (see
for example Campbell & Raja, 2005; Kaukinen & DeMaris, 2009; Patterson & Campbell, 2020). Only by directly querying sorority women about how colleges and universities can best respond to sexual assault and what should happen to those who sexually assault sorority women will researchers thoroughly understand survivors’ services that may be helpful to this population and how this population conceives of “justice” when sexual assault occurs. Considering sorority women’s high risk for sexual
assault (e.g., Barnes et al., 2021) and the scant research on sexual assault survivors’
perceptions of justice (McGlynn & Westmarland, 2019), the following research study
seeks to understand (1) undergraduate sorority women’s perceptions of sexual assault support services and resources; and (2) obtain opinions on what is needed in
terms of punishment for perpetrators. The goal of this paper is to address the persistent “justice gap” for sorority women survivors (Lonsway & Archambault, 2012) and
offer research and policy suggestions.

SORORITIES, SECRECY, AND SEXUAL ASSAULT
Sororities were founded in direct response to the lack of opportunities for female
organization and influence on college campuses. As such, sororities developed in an
exclusive and secretive manner, hoping to cultivate selective female influence on college campuses (Anson & Marchesani, 1991). Sorority women often undergo an arduous multi-day recruitment process which promotes fierce loyalty within their organizations (Mongell & Roth, 1991). Typically, potential new members experience much
anxiety over whether they will be offered an invitation to join the sorority of their
choice (Atlas & Morier, 1994). These organizations forbid membership in multiple sororities, and disloyalty to one’s member organization is called “lifting” or “dropping.”
Lifting or dropping is usually followed by expulsion from the organization. Once expelled, sorority women are not allowed access to chapter houses. It is impossible to
join another sorority once initiated into one organization (Mongell & Roth, 1991).
Disloyalty in reference to sororities is difficult to define because sororities are private, autonomous organizations with their own rules and regulations (National Panhellenic Conference, 2021). Moreover, once a woman has joined an organization, their
chapter largely controls their lodging, food, and much of their social interactions (Anson & Marchesani, 1991). Sorority women may not recognize that they are at high risk
for sexual violence among people they know (largely because they depend on and
trust fraternity men). Female college students are more likely (i.e., 80%) to be sexually
assaulted by someone they know, and the assault is likely to occur at a residence of a
friend or acquaintance (Sinozich & Langton, 2014). Because sorority women are socialized by their chapters and peers to develop strong, positive associations with highrisk situations (i.e., attending fraternity parties) and are pressured to conform to the
norms of their chapter and protect the chapter image at all costs, including their own
(Cerrito, 2019; Robbins, 2015) sorority women may not be able to distinguish when
situations turn dangerous. Due to socialization and general secrecy and isolation of
the sorority environment from the rest of campus, sorority women may be at greater
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risk to experience victimization at the hands of fraternity men. Fraternity men are
often aware that sorority women face many risks in reporting sexual assault and tend
to promote using alcohol as a tool to engage in sexually aggressive behavior (Mustaine
& Tewksbury, 2002).
Fraternity men belong to a culture that works to encourage sexual assault of
women through acceptance of myths like “token resistance” whereby when women
say no to sexual advances, they really mean yes (Muehlenhard & Hollabaugh, 1988).
Likewise, these all-male groups buffer guilt and shame associated with sexual assault
of women and self-promote hypermasculinity to compete with other fraternities in
conquest over sorority women. Additionally, alcohol consumption substantially increases women’s risk for sexual assault. Researchers have discovered that sorority
women drink more alcohol and with greater frequency than independent students
(Scott-Sheldon et al., 2008; Wechsler & Nelson, 2001), impairing their ability to leave
risky situations.

PERCEPTIONS OF JUSTICE
Existing research into perceptions of justice in the context of sexual violence is
notably scant, with only a few studies taking open-ended approaches to discovering
how survivors conceive of justice in an ideal sense. As such, Lonsway and Archambault (2012) suggest that a justice gap persists for survivors of sexual violence, meaning current methods of adjudication for sexual assault crimes remain disconnected
from what is wanted by survivors. Past research in this arena reveals that sexual assault survivors’ conceptions of justice do not reflect a conventional model of justice,
where justice is almost entirely synonymous with a formal criminal conviction and
prison sentence (Goodmark, 2015). Instead, survivors express exceedingly variable
perceptions—what McGlynn and Westmarland (2019) term kaleidoscopic justice.
Studies which address this topic remain limited to mostly small, general samples
of sexual assault survivors. Although Herman (2005) does not explicitly focus her
analysis on survivors of sexual assault, the majority of her 22 interview participants
had experienced sexual assault in their lifetime. The participants did not wholly endorse a retributive model or restorative model of justice, but combined elements of
the two. The participants wished to see perpetrators disgraced and exposed, but simultaneously wanted to reintegrate with their communities and be, “relieved of their
own burden of shame” (Herman, 2005, p. 598). Julich’s (2006) study of 21 adults who
had survived childhood sexual abuse reveals similarly broad findings. The 21 participants discussed a reluctance to participate in restorative justice models, reasoning
that the models would not protect them from manipulation or power imbalances and
that restorative justice was not survivor centered. However, the survivors in Julich’s
(2006) study expressed a need to tell their stories in safe forums, have their voices
heard, and be more involved in the justice process than currently allowed. McGlynn
and Westmarland (2019) interviewed 20 survivors of sexual violence and found that
their sample expressed a need for meaningful consequences, recognition of harm, dignity in the justice process, a greater voice, prevention of sexual violence in society,
connectedness, and overall justice beyond their individual case.
In the only known study addressing college students views about justice related
to sexual violence on campus, Follingstad and colleagues (2021) found that the 846
survey participants in their sample were relatively consistent in applying serious and
consequential sanctions to sexual assault cases. Rape myths, however, seemed to influence students’ perceptions of adequate sanctions and justice, where scenarios that
resembled stereotypical views of rape were assigned harsher sanctions than
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scenarios where the survivor may have engaged in excessive alcohol consumption or
initially expressed interest in sexual activity, for example (Follingstad et al., 2021).
Considering the limited information on this subject, the current study seeks to build
upon this scholarship by ascertaining sorority women’s views about justice and the
services that are would be most helpful to them in in cases of sexual violence.

THE JUSTICE GAP FOR COLLEGE STUDENT SURVIVORS OF
SEXUAL VIOLENCE
Although the information on survivors’ conceptions of justice remains limited, a
large body of literature documents the presence of a justice gap (Lonsway & Archambault, 2012) for college student survivors of sexual violence and informs our work.
We divide this literature into two sections. First, we discuss the lack of trust in conventional modes of justice, which is exemplified by limited reporting to police and
campus authorities. Next, we relay the limited avenues of recourse and services available to survivors on campus.

REPORTING PATTERNS AMONG COLLEGE STUDENT SURVIVORS
Despite the relatively high rate of sexual violence against college women and especially sorority women (e.g., Barnes et al., 2021), most college students, do not report their assault to the police or campus authorities (Fisher et al., 2003; Sinozich &
Langton, 2014). College women may fear reporting sexual violence to campus police
because they believe the incident will be reported to authorities without their express
consent due to Title IX regulations, fear the incident could be reported to their parents, fear of reprisal, fear of a trial, belief that their assault was not important enough
to report, or that they will not be believed given their age or class standing (Deamicis,
2013; Guerette & Caron, 2007; Kaufer Busch, 2018; Sinozich & Langton, 2014). Due
to such fears, many women tend to report their assault through unofficial channels.
Fisher and colleagues’ (2003) analysis of 4,446 female college students from the 1997
National College Women Sexual Victimization Study indicated that around 88% of college women disclose their experiences of sexual violence to peers. Only 10% disclosed
to family members, 4% disclosed to a campus authority, 1% disclosed to a counselor,
and less than 5% officially reported their assault to the police. Fisher and colleagues
(2003) make the comparison that the 1999 National Crime Victimization Survey
(NCVS) estimated 28.3% of sexual assaults were reported to the police. This work exposes a much lower official reporting rate when college students are rigorously sampled (Fisher et al., 2003).
Other researchers have also found that college women typically confided in
friends, such as a female peer, about sexual violence rather than reporting to formal
agencies (Orchowski & Gidycz, 2012; Orchowski et al., 2009). Additionally, Sinozich
and Langton (2014), analyzing NVCS data from 1995-2013, found that 80% of female
sexual assaults on campus go unreported to police, and the most common reasons for
not reporting include considering the assault a personal matter or fear of reprisal.
Similarly, Dworkin and colleagues (2016) sought to understand whom college sexual
assault survivors are likely to contact for help and how survivors characterize their
decisions about whom they are likely to contact. In analyses of both survey data and
qualitative interviews of 173 survivors, they found that survivors tended to disclose
sexual assault to a smaller proportion of their network (made up of friends, family,
and significant others) when many network members had relationships with each
other or when the network had subgroups, such as cliques. Network connections to
the perpetrator added costs to disclosure, where disclosures were more likely to affect
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the perpetrator or people with relationships to the perpetrator (Dworkin et al., 2016).
Certain cultural and institutional barriers also make it difficult for college survivors to report sexual assault. For instance, Spencer and colleagues (2017) analyzed
220 female college students’ reasons for not reporting sexual assault. Students who
had ever received training on policies related to and prevention of sexual assault were
less likely to explain their non-reporting in terms of rape myths or an unfamiliarity
with the reporting process (Spencer et al., 2017). Additionally, Holland and Cortina
(2017) note that community norms and institutional policies make it challenging for
survivors to access sexual assault survivors’ services on college campuses (Holland &
Cortina, 2017). For instance, if survivors must make multiple visits to different offices
or providers on campus, they are less likely to reach out for support (Stoner & Cramer,
2019).

AVENUES OF RECOURSE AND SERVICES AVAILABLE TO
SURVIVORS
In addition to issues with official reporting, many college student survivors
choose not to seek help via survivors’ services. College sexual assault survivors’ experiences often interfere with academic performance because perpetrators usually stay
on campus due to non-reporting or inaction on the part of the university (Gunnison,
et al., 2016), suggesting a need for the current study and a deeper understanding of
appropriate services for this group. Survivors may be less likely to seek services or
report if they feel ashamed after sexual abuse occurs, or if they blame themselves for
the abuse. Also, survivors are also less likely to seek services or report when their
assault does not represent a “real rape” or stereotypical portrayal of sexual assault.
Further, survivors may be reluctant to seek services or report because of a sense of
dependency or reliance on their attackers and/or that their attackers would seek revenge (Fisher et al., 2003).
Out of a national college sample of women with a lifetime history of rape, Amstadter and colleagues (2010) found that posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was
the main factor influencing help-seeking behavior. Amstadter and colleagues (2010)
discuss that rape survivors were inclined to seek help only when addressing significantly debilitating mental health symptoms. Thus, survivors tend to seek help when
they are in dire need (Amstadter et al., 2010). Other researchers, such as Holland and
Cortina (2017), have found that logistical issues; feelings, beliefs, and responses that
made it seem unacceptable to use campus supports; judgments about appropriateness of support; and alternative methods of coping were major reasons for college
women to not seek help after they experienced sexual assault on campus. For those
that report their assaults to campus police, withdrawal of participation during investigation is common due to lasting detrimental mental health effects of participating in
either on campus investigations or formal criminal justice investigations, termed secondary victimization (Campbell & Raja, 2005; Orth, 2002; Patterson & Campbell,
2010). In sum, sorority women are at high risk for sexual assault (Barnes et al., 2021)
and an immense justice gap (Lonsway & Archambault, 2012) exists for college sexual
assault survivors. College survivors face many barriers to service access (Holland &
Cortina, 2017), which could be improved upon by asking survivors for their perceptions of service and what constitutes justice. Given the dearth of existing research on
sexual assault survivors’ perceptions of justice (McGlynn & Westmarland, 2019) and
sorority women’s risk for sexual violence (e.g., Barnes et al., 2021), we ask (1) What
kinds of support services and resources would sorority women find most helpful in

Published by DigitalCommons@URI, 2022

5

Dignity: A Journal of Analysis of Exploitation and Violence, Vol. 7, Iss. 1 [2022], Art. 3

the event of sexual assault? and (2) How do sorority women think perpetrators of
sexual assault on campus should be punished?

METHOD
SAMPLE
In total, 53 sorority women started the survey and 43 completed it. The average
age of participants was 20.3 years; 14% (n = 6) indicated they were freshman, 14%
(n = 6) indicated they were sophomores, 20.9% (n = 9) indicated they were juniors,
and 18.6% (n = 8) indicated they were seniors. Underclasswomen (i.e., freshmen and
sophomores) made up 28% of the sample while upperclasswomen (i.e., juniors and
seniors) made up 39.5% of the sample. Fifty-eight percent (58.1%, n = 25) of participants indicated that they identify as heterosexual, 4.7% (n = 2) of participants indicated that they identify as bisexual, and 37.2% (n = 16) did not report their sexual
orientation. Non-response on this question is speculated to be due to exceptionally
heteronormative culture within sororities and fraternities (Grigoriadis, 2017) or reluctance by minority participants to answer (Kim & Fredriksen-Goldsen, 2013). When
asked about their race, 53.5% (n = 23) of participants identified as white, 9.3% (n =
4) of participants identified as Asian, 2.3% (n = 1) of participants identified as both
Hispanic and white, and 34.9% (n = 15) did not report their race. Further, 39.5% (n =
17) of participants indicated that they did not live in their chapter house, while 30.2%
(n = 13) of participants indicated that they did live in their chapter house, and 30.2%
(n = 13) of participants did not report their living situation. The complete breakdown
of demographics can be seen in Table 1.

DATA COLLECTION AND RECRUITMENT PROCEDURES
Utilizing qualitative methods, this study was designed to assess urban undergraduate sorority women’s perceptions of survivors’ services and opinions about justice
on a large urban campus with over 46,000 students in the Pacific Northwest United
States. At this campus, there are a total of 19 sororities consisting of approximately
2000 members with roughly 1500 members, or 75%, residing in chapter houses. We
employed an online survey using Qualtrics in order to maintain as much anonymity
among participants as possible. We sought and received IRB approval from the end of
March 2018 to the middle of May 2018. Due to IRB requirements, questions that were
originally included in the survey that asked about subject’s trauma history, whether
an assault was reported if one occurred, and access to services had to be dropped
from this research investigation. Given this limitation, the survey aimed to address
perceptions of the group of sorority women surveyed in a vignette-like style. For example, one section of the survey began with the prompt, “The following questions ask
about how you think a fellow sorority sister would respond if she were sexually victimized.” Research asking participants to respond to hypothetical situations have
done so from many perspectives including both peer and personal viewpoints
(Hughes & Huby, 2004). Prior research has demonstrated the validity of inviting participants to act as consultants in discussing how peers and others may react in certain
situations (Foxx et al., 1989; Friedenberg et al., 1993; Kendall et al., 1997)
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Table 1. Demographics of Participants (n = 43)
Variable

f(%)

Age

Variable

f(%)

Political Affiliation

18

2(4.6%)

19

7(16.3%)

Moderate

4(9.3%)

20

5(11.6%)

Independent

1(2.3%)

21

11(25.6%)

Not reported

18(41.9%)

22

4(9.3%)

Not reported

14(32.6%)

Year in school

Liberal/Democrat

20(46.5%)

Religious Preference

Freshman

6(14%)

No preference

22(51.2%)

Sophomore

6(14%)

Christian Denomination

7(16.3%)

Underclasswomen

12(28%)

Not reported

14(32.6%)

Junior

9(20.9%)

Senior

8(18.6%)

Upperclasswomen

17(39.5%)

Not reported

14(32.6%)

Major
Social Sciences

Sorority Membership
Length
15(34.9%)

<1 year

4(9.3%)

Business

4(9.3%)

1 year

3(7%)

Engineering

4(9.3%)

2 years

7(16.3%)

Hard Sciences

3(7%)

3 years

7(16.3%)

Double major

2(4.7%)

4 years

7(16.3%)

Not reported

15(34.9%)

Not reported

15(34.9%)

Transfer student

Living Situation

No

29(67.4%)

Outside chapter house

17(39.5%)

Yes

1(2.3%)

Within chapter house

13(20.2%)

13(30.2%)

Not reported

13(30.2%)

Not reported
Race

Recruitment Method

White

23(53.5%)

Formal Fall Recruitment

24(55.8%)

Asian

4(9.3%)

Continuous Open Bidding

5(11.6%)

Hispanic and
White

1(2.3%)

Not reported

15(34.9%)

Gender identity

Not reported

14(32.6%)

Sexual orientation

Female

28(65.1%)

Heterosexual

25(58.1%)

Not reported

15(34.9%)

Bisexual

2(4.6%)

Not reported

16(37.2%)
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Previous literature utilizing similar methodology to the current study also demonstrates that focusing on a third party through a hypothetical lens helps to desensitize
potentially sensitive research topics (Finch, 1987; Foxx et al., 1989; Hughes & Huby,
2004). Asking participants to focus on sorority women’s perspectives as a whole rather than their own can limit secondary trauma regarding discussions of sexual assault (see Campbell et al., 2019).
In order to gain access to this population, the principal investigator sent sorority
chapter executive boards a formal letter via email to gain consent to present information about the survey at weekly chapter meetings. The letter outlined the aim of
the survey, discussed the length of the survey, indicated that the survey was online,
explained that participation was completely voluntary and confidential, and provided
contact information for the principal investigator and IRB. Six chapters responded to
the email request and allowed the principal investigator to read aloud the same letter
at weekly chapter meetings and answer any questions about the survey. The precise
number of sororities contacted is not disclosed as it would likely reveal which university in which the sororities were situated. However, it is approximated that about 1/3
of the total sororities that were contacted ended up participating in the study and the
sorority population at the university of study was estimated to include approximately
2,000 members. At these meetings, the principal investigator provided the sorority
women a Qualtrics survey link and QR code to access the online survey. After the
meetings took place, the principal investigator sent the six chapters’ executive boards
the Qualtrics survey link and QR code two additional times to garner more response.
One month time elapsed between the email reminders. The survey was designed to
be completed in 15 minutes and contained a total of 34 questions.

RESEARCH DESIGN
In the online survey, original questions were designed to explore sorority
women’s perceptions of the helpfulness and likeliness to access survivors’ services on
their campus as well as justice. We took a survivor centered approach and deliberately
asked about these services given prior research indicating survivor perceptions reach
far beyond the courtroom (McGlynn & Westmarland, 2019). Survey questions also included mandatory items indicating that the participant was over the age of 18, freely
consented to participation, and was an undergraduate sorority woman at the particular university of study. Due to the exploratory nature of the study, the online survey
instrument was primarily designed to be open-ended aside from questions regarding
demographics. In this analysis, we focused solely on open-ended questions designed
to tap participants perceptions of sexual assault survivors’ services and justice. Survey questions asked sorority women information like, “When sexual assault occurs,
what are the three best ways that college/university campuses can respond?” and
“What should happen to people who sexually assault sorority women?”

ANALYSIS
We utilized an inductive, thematic coding approach to analyze data from our survey (Rubin & Rubin, 2016). Beginning with “justice gaps” as a starting point, or sensitizing concept, for our analysis (Blumer, 1954), we sought to identify the repeating
patterns both within and between survey data to constitute our themes and also
search for any evidence that would refute those themes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
First, the principal investigator open-coded the data line-by-line, where small sections of survey data were each given basic descriptions to specify what that data
means (Glaser, 1978). Then, the principal investigator conducted a second round of
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focused coding to hone in on the repeated themes and subthemes in the data. Last,
the principal investigator engaged in intensive discussion with the second author as
a check on data interpretation (Saldana, 2016).

FINDINGS
The survey explored a diverse array of sorority women’s perceptions of survivors’
services and justice related to sexual assault, but a few key themes emerged within
the data. First, the sorority women expressed a clear preference for informal support
services. Second, sorority women relayed that they would be more likely to access
survivors’ services that are confidential in nature and competent to address mental
health concerns. Third, the women’s reputation and stigmatization dominated their
concerns about going through official channels to report sexual assault. Last, the
women expressed relatively punitive opinions about appropriate sanctioning in sexual assault cases. The following sections explore each of these themes in detail.

PREFERENCES FOR INFORMAL CONFIDANTS AND SERVICES
Sorority women were asked about whom they would trust in matters concerning
sexual violence and expressed a preference for informal support within the tightly
knit social networks of their chapter and the Greek system. In total, 40 women, or
93% of women, who participated in the survey specified whom sorority women
would trust if they or a sorority woman they knew experienced sexual assault. When
asked about whom they would trust to provide assistance with public safety issues on
campus, the participants most commonly expressed (85%) that they would trust informal support services such as other sorority women, chapter leadership, and
friends. Participants noted that, “Sometimes sorority women trust fraternity men to
walk them home at night and usually hang out in groups to make sure they’re safe”
and that they would sometimes trust, “police, but doesn’t usually work out well. I
would guess mostly friends helping out other friends.” In comparison, only 41%, or
16 women who answered the question discussed that they would trust formal services like the police, campus health and wellness supports, doctors, or safety escort
services provided by their campus. One woman indicated, “Sorority women trust their
friends (other sorority members) and maybe police if the issue is serious enough.”
Similarly, 40 sorority women, or 98% of the women who provided answers about
who they would tell about sexual assault, indicated that they would tell officers in
their sorority, big sisters and little sisters, members of their pledge class. In some instances, sorority women explained that sorority women might reach out to a counselor/therapist or a doctor, but only 15 of the women expressed such a preference.
When asked who they would not tell about sexual violence, 42 participants, or 97%
of the women whom answered this question, expressed that they would not be likely
to tell fraternity members, members of other sororities, campus police, campus medical, professors, teacher’s assistants, and university administrative personnel.

CONFIDENTIAL AND COMPETENT SERVICES
Participants said that they would be more likely to access survivors’ service organizations that are private or confidential in nature and those that are equipped to
handle mental health issues. In total, 36 participants discussed why sorority women
would be likely to access particular services, and 21 women, or about 58%, noted that
sorority women would prefer confidential services. About one third, or 11 of the
women, discussed mental health services directly. Secondarily, these women noted
that they would be more likely to access survivors’ services that would not jeopardize
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their schooling or employment, could handle additional medical concerns, and that
are free. The sorority women explained that they would access organizations that
they knew, “would trust their opinions, feel respected, and focus on mental health” as
well as services they felt they can trust, and “not to spread rumors or talk to others
about the situation.” The participants indicated that they would not be likely to access
organizations they felt would bring public attention to them, bring feelings of shame,
lack empathy, push them to make certain choices, and not treat them with respect.
One woman described that sorority women would be most likely to access services
which were, “private and feel most comfortable with them. Wouldn’t be pressured to
make decisions.” Others were concerned that organizations lacked resources and
training to deal with mental health issues adequately when they stated sorority
women, “need counseling, medical, or someone to talk to” would, “get help from people who they know are experienced in dealing with it” and “need emotional and mental health support.” Moreover, one woman discussed:
Sorority women might be more likely to seek help from organizations that don't
officially belong to the university. I know I wouldn't want the university to have that
kind of information about me and I wouldn't want to get in trouble for any reason by
talking to the police or doctors that work at the university.
Additionally, these same participants noted that some services might be too expensive to access or that the sexual assault might not be serious enough to access services. One participant highlighted that sorority women would be likely to look for services that were, “easy to access, feel more confidential, and some are free.” Another
described, “The counseling center and Student Health Center only provide one free
visit per quarter so it is difficult to go to any of the university medical centers because
most of us cannot pay for any visits after that.” In the end, much of the explanations
that sorority women gave centered around whether or not services could be considered confidential and competently address mental health concerns after sexual violence, but the women were also focused on the legal ramifications of seeking help and
the cost of services.

REPUTATION AND STIGMATIZATION
Participants were then asked to list the most common reasons that a sorority
woman might not feel comfortable officially reporting sexual violence, and 35 women
expressed their opinions on this subject. Corresponding with the previous theme focused partly on confidentiality, 30 participants, or about 86% of the women who discussed this topic, relayed concerns about reputation and stigmatization when officially reporting sexual violence. Women cited the lack of support from their chapter,
Panhellenic, fraternities, the Intra-Fraternity Council (IFC), police, courts, and parents
as reasons for not officially reporting sexual assault. One woman’s perceptions
summed up this theme, relaying potential consequences of reporting:
If it's officially reported then people risk the information getting spread across the
Greek system so that frats might find out. If that happened then our reputation could
be ruined so we wouldn't be invited to participate in philanthropies. I think people
also are afraid of incriminating themselves by talking to police and medical professionals. Sorority women might also be afraid that they would get sent to judicial if the
chapter found out they were drinking or doing drugs when they were assaulted.
Paramount in this woman’s answer were the potential social and legal ramifications for speaking out about sexual violence. Along those lines, others mentioned that
sorority women might “fear that other chapters would not want to have events with
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a chapter that accused someone of sexual assault,” and “I think they might be afraid
that if they were to report then they would be seen as responsible if a frat got shut
down.” Some participants mentioned the reputation of the Greek system more generally, stating that sorority women may not be likely to officially report because they
“Wouldn’t want to damage the reputation of their friends or people in the Greek system by going public” and “Too much attention and puts a bad light on the Greek system.”
The women were aware that others may not believe them about or blame them
for sexual assault. The women said that they would not feel comfortable reporting due
to, “embarrassment, harassment, scared” and, “she worries she won’t be believed, she
is ashamed, she is afraid.” Others specified that they were concerned about their reputation and that there is “too much stigma about calling people out.” Participants said
that officially reporting sexual assault might produce harassment and that they
feared, “information being spread, don’t want to get kicked out of chapter, losing
friendships/family.” One participant made the statement that official avenues of recourse would possibly narrow school and work opportunities when she said, “might
miss school or work to deal with a very public process. Could make people think differently about them.” As a subtheme, participants also mentioned that they thought
sorority women would hesitate to officially report sexual assault because they do not
want to involve their parents or have to pay for legal advice. Another woman noted
that sorority women would be unlikely to officially report sexual violence because
they “can’t pay for services, wouldn’t want parents involved, might impact reputation
on campus in chapter and as an individual.”

PUNITIVE PREFERENCES FOR SANCTIONS
When participants were asked to explain what should happen to people who
sexually assault sorority women, they generally expressed a preference for removing
known perpetrators from campus and their fraternity, if applicable. Perhaps their reported preference is due to their strong identification with the Greek system as opposed to the student perpetrator. Approximately 88% of the women who answered
this question, or 38 women, noted that individuals who sexually assault sorority
women should be removed from campus and/or their fraternity by way of campus
adjudication, criminal trial, and incarceration. Additionally, 35 of the women, or 81%
of the women who answered this question expressed that they wanted perpetrators
of sexual assault against sorority women to have cases adjudicated through the criminal justice system. Specifically, participants stated that people on campus who sexually offend should be, “kicked out of their fraternity and the police should intervene,”
“removed from Greek system if in it,” and “kicked out of their frat and college.” Others
suggested that “they should be taken into custody and put through the trial process”
and that “they should serve jail time and go on the sex offender list.” One woman
noted, “The degree of the assault certainly matters. But any level of sexual assault
should result in the removal from the Greek community. The school should then decide on either a suspension or expulsion.” Only 5 women, or about 12%, expressed a
preference for therapeutic intervention. These women suggested that individuals
who sexually assault sorority women “need to go through training so it doesn’t happen again and go to prison,” “should not be allowed on college campuses and should
be taken to court,” and should be “prosecuted in court, leave campus, have to undergo
treatment.” In the end, the responses were relatively consistent across the participants, highlighting a preference for removing offenders from the campus environment even when combined with other therapeutic suggestions.

Published by DigitalCommons@URI, 2022

11

Dignity: A Journal of Analysis of Exploitation and Violence, Vol. 7, Iss. 1 [2022], Art. 3

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The findings in this study portray additional evidence that researchers should attempt to understand the myriad ways in which individuals at high risk for or those
who have experienced sexual violence conceive of justice. Although four main themes
emerged, the participants conceived of justice in ways comparable to McGlynn and
Westmarland’s (2019) kaleidoscopic justice. It is important to denote that the themes
presented here represent repeated patterns both within and across surveys, but the
conceptions of how the participants viewed survivors’ services and justice represent
a diverse array of interests. Thus, we concur with McGlynn and Westmarland’s (2019)
finding that studies such as ours barely scratch the surface for what is needed to close
the sexual violence justice gap. Our study builds on previous literature by demonstrating that sorority women are another population which conceives of justice in this
manner.
The women in this study also indicated heavy reliance on informal support services such as other sorority women, chapter leadership, and friends to provide assistance with public safety issues. Sorority women also discussed that they would tell
officers in their sorority, big sisters and little sisters, and members of their pledge
class about sexual assault. Because participants reported that they would rely on specific groups of other sorority members rather than the entire sorority and were concerned with confidentiality, Dworkin and colleagues’ (2016) work indicating that college survivors of sexual assault only trust a few, key individuals for fear of exposure
to perpetrators appears to apply to the specific population of sorority women. The
findings from the current study also add to existing literature suggesting that sexual
assault survivors typically trust a few, key informal support sources for fear of secondary victimization in the criminal legal system (Ahrens et al., 2007; Dworkin et al.,
2016; Starzynski, et al., 2005). Additionally, the findings suggest that if sorority
women are reluctant to report and tend to rely on their members for support, perhaps
it signals that sororities should develop strategies to prevent the likelihood of sexual
assaults in their respective chapters.
The second theme highlighted participants’ preference for confidential and competent services in terms of mental health. Their narratives are in line with the existing
research that outlines the stigma and fear of backlash associated with reporting sexual assault through official channels (Deamicis, 2013; Guerette & Caron, 2007; Kaufer
Busch, 2018; Sinozich & Langton, 2014). At the same time, the emphasis on respectful
communication with service providers aligns with much of the research concerning
sexual assault survivors’ perceptions of justice. Our work and this existing information both relay the need for modes of justice that do not carry risk of shame and
allow survivors to tell their stories and have their voices heard (Herman, 2005; Julich,
2006; McGlynn & Westmarland, 2019). Our findings also appear to comport with Holland and Cortina’s (2017) discussion that judgments about the appropriateness of
support services may interfere with sexual assault survivors’ decisions to seek help.
Once again, this finding suggests that sororities need to develop strategies to prevent
incidences of sexual assault in the first place so that members are not reliant on mental health support systems to which they may or may not have access.
Also, in line with prior research on sexual assault reporting practices (Fisher et
al., 2003; Orchowski & Gidycz, 2012; Orchowski et al., 2009), participants mentioned
many perceived barriers to officially reporting sexual assault. Participants cited the
lack of support from her chapter, Panhellenic, fraternities, the Intra-Fraternity Council
(IFC), police, courts, and parents as reasons for not officially reporting sexual assault.
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The finding that participants cited the lack of support from her chapter as a barrier to
reporting is especially troubling, and it highlights that sororities need to review and
revise their cultural norms and practices and work on establishing programming that
educates their members on strategies to prevent victimization. Others were concerned about their reputation and the stigma around speaking out about sexual assault. Additionally, participants stated that officially reporting sexual assault might
produce harassment, which would secondarily victimize them (Campbell & Raja,
2005; Orth, 2002; Patterson & Campbell, 2010). The sorority women surveyed
seemed to be aware of the potential for secondary victimization including the risk for
disbelief, blame, and refusals of help on the part of university services, others in the
Greek community, and their parents.
The women surveyed appeared to fear betrayal from their own community when
they discussed that they feared not being invited to social events, being cut off from
friends, and being sanctioned by their chapter for consuming alcohol or drugs. Sweet
(2004) notes that college students have a need for belonging on campus, but the relative isolation of Greek life from other social spheres on campus and valuation of secrecy and exclusivity of these organizations can foster dangerous conditions which
promote hazing and sexual assault. It is important to note that members of Greek organizations may also be reliant on their chapters as institutions for housing and food
(Anson & Marchesani, 1991), so there is potential fear that they may not have access
to basic resources if they divulged secrets or spoke negatively about their organization. We argue that this fear and risk for disbelief, blame, and refusals of help exemplify the severity of the “justice gap” present for sorority women survivors of sexual
assault. Although sorority women are at very high risk for sexual assault (Barnes et
al., 2021; Franklin, 2010; 2016; Kingree & Thompson, 2020; Mellins et al., 2017; Minow & Einolf, 2009; Wuthrich, 2009), the findings presented here suggest that the
women may not be likely to seek help, if at all, from official channels. Perhaps only in
serious cases of mental health issues would the women reach out (Amstadter et al.,
2010).
Interestingly, the findings supported the notion that sorority women would rely
heavily on formal sanctions against sex offenders on their campuses. Indicating similar preferences to general student populations (Lake, 2009), participants discussed
that they wanted their university to take action against offenders, yet they reported
many barriers to accessing services. While participants perceived many formal services (e.g., police response and campus adjudication) as unhelpful to sorority women
or that sorority women would be unlikely to access formal services, they still expressed a desire for their campuses to take action against known perpetrators. These
results suggest that sorority women lack trust in their universities and the police, but
have clearly defined opinions about what constitutes “just” punishment in cases of
sexual assault. Similar to Follingstad and colleagues’ (2021) analysis, the sorority
women perceived “justice” in harsh terms, perhaps leading to further distrust of police university adjudication systems when expectations do not align with reality.

LIMITATIONS
The current study was not devoid of limitations. The primary issue of concern
with this study is the sample size. In total, 43 sorority women at a large, urban university in the Pacific Northwest answered the survey. Despite repeated attempts at
contacting sorority women to take the survey, only six chapters responded to the researcher’s request. The study was exploratory in nature and only attempted to garner
enough response to determine the range of possible responses by sorority women
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and any repeating patterns of themes. Apart from the small sample size, another limitation of the sample was the lack of racial and ethnic diversity and the likelihood that
the sample were from middle to upper socioeconomic backgrounds. Thus, it is possible that some responses may reflect the demographics of the sample and not the
Greek culture per se. Given the strong overlap between these characteristics, it is difficult to disaggregate them. Further, the sample limits generalizing the results to other
sororities, including those developed for and by African-Americans. Another issue of
concern with the study was that participants were not asked about prior sexual assault. In order to improve the validity of future analyses on this topic, participants
should be asked directly about their experiences with sexual assault to determine
how sexual assault survivors’ services should be tailored to fit sexual assault survivors’ needs rather than those at high risk for sexual assault.

DIRECTIONS FOR POLICY AND FUTURE RESEARCH
While this research was exploratory, one critical policy implication is the need for
sexual assault prevention programming in sororities, in which intensive training is
implemented in the chapter to assist members in learning about what factors can contribute to sexual assault (e.g., drinking) and to develop solutions to reduce the likelihood of victimization (see Shapiro, 2015). Another possible policy consideration is
the need for outreach on behalf of formal campus supports. Because the findings of
this study suggested that the sorority women feared formal support services would
secondarily victimize them, campuses should focus on creating meaningful dialogue
about the specific, formal services available on their campus. Such discussions will aid
in the implementation of effective rape resistance strategies and expanded campus
services. In addition, because of the surveyed sorority women’s fear of publicly speaking about sexual assault, colleges and universities should evaluate the need for anonymous tip lines and help lines via telephone or text. With such anonymous services,
sorority women may feel more inclined to make reports of sexual assault to the formal
authorities without fear of harassment within the Greek community. Further, the
#MeToo movement has caused students, including sorority members, and researchers to call for administrators and faculty to address the rape culture on college campuses (Radina, 2017).
As this was the first known inquiry into sorority women’s perceptions of sexual
assault survivors’ services, future research should build on the current inquiry’s attempt to address sorority women’s need for services related to the prevention and
reduction of sexual violence. Additionally, future inquiries should incorporate multiple universities in multiple geographical locations and make methodological choices
that would provide the most opportunity for dialogue among the researcher and participants. Future research could incorporate qualitative analyses of interviews to provide for saturation of themes. In the same fashion, researchers should continue to
build relationships with sorority women in order to gain access to this group that experiences sexual assault at such a high rate (e.g., Barnes et al., 2021) and reports a
lack of trust in survivors’ services. Ultimately, future research should attempt to continue the work of the current study in many locations, with a larger and more racially
and ethnically diverse sample, and across many universities with the goal of increasing dialogue among sorority women and researchers and implementing changes to
help this population.
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